helping an organization to compete with others in the context of globalization and creating a balance for employees' external work and inner life (Fry et al., 2007) .
Although scholars have discussed and described servant leadership almost entirely in the American context (Winston and Ryan, 2008) , overall commentators have not given sufficient attention to exploring servant leadership in other cultural contexts.
In addressing this research gap, this paper explores the relevance of servant leadership as applied to the public sector in the People's Republic of China (PRC). In this study, we ask: Would the concept of servant leadership have the same meaning in China, or, is there an alternative term in the Chinese language that closely relates to the concept of servant leadership? How do people construe the notion of servant leadership in the public sector of the PRC? To address these questions, this paper first provides a comprehensive review of the extant literature on servant leadership in the West and in China respectively. Then, this study reports the results of an inductive research approach to investigate servant leadership in public sector in the Chinese context Servant Leadership: Its Definition, Nature and Dimensions Greenleaf (1970) an influential advocate of the servant as leader described the phenomenon as; "It [servant leadership] begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve. Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. The difference manifests itself in the care the servant takes-first to ensure that other people's highest priority needs are served. The best test is: Do those served grow as persons; do they, while being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, and more likely themselves to become servants?" (p. 4) Servant leadership puts and promotes followers' interest in the first place (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006; Greenleaf, 1977) .
Servant leaders encourage followers to intelligently grow, be creative, self-manage and serve people. This leads to the betterment of society and advocates acceptance, tolerance, empathy, love, forgiveness, and adherence to the Golden Rule of "do unto others as you shall have them do unto you". Fry et al. (2007, p.6 ) summarized this definition as "the servant-leader is servant-first, an attitude that flows from a deep-rooted, natural inclination to serve [followers]" at work.
Excluding conceptual papers (Page and Wong, 2000; Patterson et al., 2003; Winston, 2004; Winston and Ryan, 2007 ) and Laub's (1999) empirical operationalization of the servant organization, but based on empirical validation of servant leadership from Barbuto and Wheeler (2006) , Dennis and Bocarnea (2005) , Dennis and Winston 7 (2003) , Ehrhart (2004) , Liden et al. (2008) as well as Sendjaya (2003; 2008) , this paper identifies the following dimensions of servant leadership in the extant North American literature ( see Table 1 for an illustration):
-------------------------------

Table 1 about here ------------------------------
Leadership Styles in the PRC Context
Having examined various forms of servant leadership in the West, Winston and Ryan (2008) suggests that the Global Leadership and Organizational Behavior Effectiveness Research Program's (GLOBE) humane orientation construct shows the idea of servant leadership embedded in cultural concepts, ranging from African (Ubuntu, Harambee); East Asian (Daoist, Confucianism); Mediterranean (Jewish);
and Indian (Hindu) value systems. However, a review of the extant literature identifies three major driving forces for the formulation of Chinese Servant leadership:
Confucianism (Snell and Tseng, 2003; Winston and Ryan, 2007) , Daoism (Johnson, 2000; Kakabadse et al., 2002; Winston and Ryan, 2007) and Communist ideology (Fu and Tsui, 2003; Snell and Tseng, 2003) . Fu and Tsui (2003, p.427) Also, Cheung and Chan (2008) suggested that magnanimity and sensitivity to other people (including subordinates), keeping promises and justice are the virtues of Confucian leadership. Moreover, with specific reference to servant leadership, Winston and Ryan (2008) and Yuan (2002) also added morality, love, altruism, kindness, charity, compassion, goodness, perfect virtue, true selfhood, benefiting others as Confucian servant leadership style.
Confucianism
Last, but not least, Han and Altman (2009) reported that positive features in supervisor-subordinate guanxi leadership include perceived supervisor support care and protection, recognition of subordinates, interactional justice, the quality of the supervisor-subordinate relationship outside work, the quality of the supervisor's positive attributes and subordinate's positive attributes, all of whichoverlap with the idea of servant leadership.
In terms of trust and empowerment, critical elements of Western servant leadership, there are no studies that indicate it is inclusive or exclusive in Chinese servant leadership. Wong et al. (2003) findings on trust in the supervisor and Zhang et al.'s (2007) study of empowerment, showed that trust in supervisor and empowerment are relatively independent constructs from other organizational and leadership variables.
Daoism
Daoist leadership with an emphasis on conformity to the "dao" or "the way" has evolved over the past 2,500 years, with its creator, Lao Zi, being a contemporary of Confucius (Cheung and Chan, 2008) . The extant literature suggests that in relation to servant leadership, Daoist servant leadership includes the following characters or behaviors: vision, embracing insight and wisdom; serving the community (Kakabadse et al., 2002) ; maintaining a low profile (i.e., humility), leading by example, and empowering people through ownership of the task to do the work (Johnson, 2000; Winston and Ryan, 2007) .
Communist Ideology
According to the Chinese Communist Party Constitution (1997) summarized by Fu and Tsui (2003, p.427 heavy loads, washing colleagues' clothes as they slept, and on one occasion, giving away his own packed lunch" (Snell and Tseng, 2003, p.314 (Snell and Tseng, 2003, p.314) . With such values in mind Snell and Tseng (2003) commented that the spirit of Lei Feng's writing is similar to the idea of servant leadership.
Since China's open door policy, together with its economic reforms, of the last two decades, the drive for organisational efficiency and effectiveness, and global competitiveness over the last two decades has propelled managerial reform and organizational reinvention, which has impacted in the Chinese public sector. In 1982,
the Party launched a socialist spiritual civilization construction program aimed at " instilling straight and clean thinking, cultural participation, orderliness, tidiness, and good manners" "through ideological exhortation, re-education and thought reform."
This still remains a prominent Party program and a criterion in the performance appraisal of state civil servants (Snell and Tseng, 2003, p.314) . Thus, the promotion of the socialist spiritual civilization construction program, is coincidentally akin to Greenleaf's (1977) servant leaders (Snell and Tseng, 2003) .
In the 17th National Congress, President Hu Jintao recently declared the importance of developing a public service-oriented government. President Hu Jintao has called for: "the government to improve its service to the people" and he proposed that "a fair, capable and sustainable public service will help build a harmonious society". "The ultimate goal of building a service-oriented government is to enhance the government's capability and level of service" and "the key points in strengthening public services are ensuring and improving people's livelihoods" with the "government's obligation to provide fast, convenient and high quality services for citizens." As a result, "the quality of public services will become a crucial standard in evaluating government work" (Xinhua News, 2008) . Such initiatives for public service quality enhancement foster the development of servant leadership in Chinese public sector management.
We have just discussed the extant literature on servant leadership in the West and the cultural roots for Chinese, servant leadership, in particular in contemporary China. In addition, as one of the fastest developing economies in the world, China is both of theoretical and practical importance to understand whether servant leadership is a relevant and/or critical concept. If servant leadership is not an applicable concept within the context of China and its developments, then we question whether it may be applicable elsewhere and whether scholars should reconfigure it as a Western construct, thereby embedding this significant aspect of leadership style in a Western discourse. Additionally, "a potential criticism of servant leadership is that it focuses solely on the individual needs of employees, which may or may not benefit the organization" (Fry et al., 2007, p.2) . Thus, servant leadership may be a more natural model for application in the public sector than in the private sector due to the public sector's not-for-profit and service orientation.
Nevertheless, irrespective of previous inquiry into the Chinese leadership phenomena,
scholars as yet know little of whether the concept of servant leadership has the same meaning in China or whether there is an alternative term in the Chinese language that closely relates to the concept of servant leadership (Cheung and Chan, 2008) .
Towards this end, this paper provides empirical data about public sector people's perceptions on servant leadership in their particular workplace and with reference to specific events. The exploratory nature of this research required that an inductive approach be adopted as the research method.
Research Method
Pilot Survey Sample, Procedures and Results
The pilot survey reported here explores whether the concept of servant leadership has the same meaning in China as it does in the West, or whether there is an alternative
Chinese term that closely relates to the concept of servant leadership. Towards this end, a semi structured interview format was adopted whereby this study collected concrete examples of servant leadership in the Chinese public sector where this study used Chinese term(s) for servant leadership.
Pilot survey consisted of interviewing four Chinese senior civil servants and four
Chinese employees from the non-public sector in a new economically booming coastal city in South China. Fifty percent male, the group had an average age of 35 and 6 years work experience respectively,
The authors of this paper used interviews as the main data collection method in eliciting responses. After presenting the summarized servant leadership concept as "the servant-leader is servant-first, an attitude that flows from a deep-rooted, natural inclination to serve [followers]" at work (Fry et al., 2007, p.6) , the interviewer asked the informants whether this concept has the same meaning in China or if there is an alternative term in the Chinese language that closely relates to this concept.
The first author (a native Chinese) interviewed each of the participants individually.
The results showed that all informants contended that the concept of servant leadership has the same meaning in China. Furthermore, this study found that the Chinese concept of servant leadership may be precisely described as public servant leadership in the public sector, whilst servant leadership in non-public sector.
Main Study Samples and Procedures
In the Chinese context, public sector organizations refer to "central governmental agencies, state, county, municipal, and township governmental units, and quasi-governmental enterprises" (Lan et al., 2009) . The sample for the main study consisted of 99 informants from 34 different organizations (see Figure 1 ) in the same new economically booming city in South China as in pilot survey.
-------------------------------
This study used an open-ended questionnaire survey as our data collection method, but this time based on a critical incident technique. We asked the participants to describe one or more concrete events that they viewed as servant leadership in their work experience, in line with Flanagan's (1954) critical incident technique. Flanagan defines a critical incident as any observable human activity that is "sufficiently complete in itself to permit inferences and prediction to be made about the person performing the act" (Flanagan, 1954, p. 327) . We justify this method as follows. Compared with interviews or focus groups or observations (typical qualitative methods), open-ended questionnaire surveys may "offer greater anonymity to respondents and often elicit more honest responses". They may "capture diversity in responses and provide alternative explanations to those that closed-ended survey questions are able to capture" (Jackson and Trochim, 2002, p.307) . They "force respondents to express themselves more concisely while at the same time giving them opportunity to vent or explain themselves in a shorter narrative form." Answers may "vary from a few phrases to a couple of paragraphs and represent a wide variety of concepts with varying frequency and detail a 'free list in context type of text" (Jackson and Trochim, 2002, p.308) . In a Chinese organizational research context, this paper considers this approach more appropriate than drawing on other qualitative data collection methods such as interview and observation due to the cultural-social-political context of contemporary China, whereby identifying the respondents for interview or the lack of external behavioral clues for observation may jeopardize the collection of the high quality data.
Of course, this approach may yield incomplete answers and raise concerns on the issue of the reliability of coding decisions, but no methodology is immune from deficiencies.
We predicate this approach on the precedence set by a number of key scholars in their The first researcher conducted all of the interviews. Altogether, 99 participants provided a response rate of 80 %. This is a higher than normal response rate for an organization-based survey in social sciences (Baruch, 1999) . Table 2 indicates, the percentage of respondents' gender, age, and educational qualifications. Among the respondents, 68% were male and 26% were female. The predominant age group was 31-40 years (ranging from 33 to 56 years old). Table 2 about here
The first researcher (a native Chinese) assessed all critical incidents on two criteria: a) the answer must have a clear meaning in the Chinese language; and b) the answer must refer to leadership incidents. The researcher rejected any ambiguous or difficult to interpret answers. Overall, in 133 collected incidents, 116 were relevant and valid.
Then, the data, in its Chinese version, was submitted to semiotic cluster analysis (Eco, 1976; Feldman, 1995) . Semiotic clustering is a simple, yet powerful technique that allows researchers to uncover successive levels of meaning, from surface signs to the underlying structure (Manning, 1987 , Cunha, 2004 . In this process, we used the data-driven code development of Thematic Analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) in analyzing our data. This process includes identification of themes and development of codes and clusters. We began with "reducing the raw information, identifying themes within sub-samples, comparing themes across sub-samples, creating a code (book), and determining the reliability (of the code)" (Boyatzis, 1998, p.44) .
To test the reliability of the codes (Miles and Huberman, 1994) deduced by the first author of this paper (Coder 1), a second coder (Coder 2: a native Chinese) labeled the data by adopting the nine categories developed by Coder 1. The two coders compared and discussed their results and finally agreed on a common format 1 . Finally, they employed quasi-statistical methods to transform textual data into quantitative data, focusing upon overall frequencies and descriptive statistics, rather than significance testing (King, 1994) .
Results
In our approach to semiotic cluster analysis, we tabulated the qualitative data into three columns. Table 3 presents the semiotic clustering for this study on different categories of servant leadership in the public sector in China. Table 4 describes the frequencies and descriptive statistics in different categories of each type of servant leadership. Table 3 about here Table 4 about here
-------------------------------
The first column in Table 3 refers to signs or denotative meanings. It is often labeled 'competing meanings' (Feldman, 1995) or 'denotative meanings' (Strauss and Corbin, 1 The interrater reliability score between the first researcher and the first data auditor for the nine the competing meaning is 87%, for the connotative meaning is 100% and for the institutional concern is 100%.
1990
) and includes the main ways in which the study participants have approached the target concept (See Table 5 for illustrative examples). In their answers to our questions, the respondents described nine types of leadership as servant leadership in the public sector of China (See first column in Table 3 ). Table 4 ). Table 5 about here
-------------------------------
------------------------------
The second column in Table 3 of our semiotic cluster analysis, 'connotative meanings', shows "a pattern in the denotative meanings and builds new meaning through some type of association between competing or denotative meanings" (Cuhna, 2004, p.131) . "There is not a 'right' way of filling in this column since the meanings are dependent upon interpretation and emerge from data" (Strauss and Corbin, 1990 in Cuhna, 2004, p.131) . We grouped these into two 'connotative meanings' (See second column in Table 3 analysis. We used the terms of similar and different in describing our servant leadership forms for ease of discussion since it is not reasonable to propose that a construct explored in two highly divergent cultures is unique (Farh et al., 2006) . This paper describes these in detail in the next section.
Similar Servant Leadership Types
The most important servant leadership type in China, is putting people first (32% out of 116 incidents). This more humane style uses actions and words to clearly indicate to others (especially immediate followers) that satisfying their work needs is a priority, particularly in assisting subordinates with problems they are facing with their assigned duties (Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005; Dennis and Winston, 2003; Ehrhart, 2004; Liden et al., 2008 , Sendjaya, 2003 2008) ..
The second similar servant leadership type is ethical behavior, i.e. interacting openly, fairly, and honestly with employees and/or maintaining consistency between words and deeds (Ehrhart, 2004; Liden et al., 2008; Sendjaya, 2003; 2008 The fourth similar servant leadership type is conceptual skills, possessing the knowledge of the organization and the tasks at hand so as to be in a position to effectively support and assist others, especially immediate followers (Ehrhart, 2004; Liden et al., 2008) . This includes the Western servant leadership type of wisdom, i.e. ability to seek pathways through challenging concerns, and vision, i.e., a leader's ability to anticipate the future and its consequences (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006) .
Nevertheless, it does not include communicating shared vision to subordinates in the
Western servant leadership type of wisdom or vision.
The fifth servant leadership type is humility i.e., "acting quietly without deliberately seeking public attention (Sendjaya, 2003, p.4; 2008, p.407) . The Chinese leadership type equivalent does not include showing respect for employees and acknowledging their contribution to the team (Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005) .
The final similar servant leadership type is building relationship, the act of making a genuine effort to know, understand, and support others in the organization and outside the organization, with an emphasis on building long-term relationships with those people (Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005; Ehrhart, 2004) . The Chinese type of servant leadership may have a broader view than the Western one since it also includes forming relationships with people outside the organization.
Specific Chinese Servant Leadership
We also found three types of servant leadership, which may be specific to the Chinese context including: being dutiful, displaying devotion to Party policies and state laws, and listening.
The first specific type is being dutiful, which shows that Chinese servant leaders are diligent, reliable and take the initiative at work. The second specific type is devotion and displaying devotion to Party policies and state laws, which is consistent with the requirement from the Chinese Communist Party Constitution (1997). The final type is listening, namely leaders' willingness to hear and value employees' opinions, ideas, and suggestions.
The last column in Table 3 of our semiotic cluster analysis involves a leap that is similar to the one that allows the transposition of data from the first (competing or denotative meanings) to the second column (connotative meanings). This column is labeled 'institutional concerns' and suggests a structure underlying the data which are meaningful servant leadership styles in China's public sector.
However, the authors did not find the Western perceptions on servant leadership styles of creating value for the community (Liden et al., 2008 ; see also Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006; Ehrhart, 2004) ; empowering (Liden et al., 2008; Dennis and Winston, 2003; Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005; Ehrhart, 2004; Sendjaya, 2003; 2008) ; persuasive mapping (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006) ; and transcendent spirituality (Sendjaya, 2003;  2008) in our study.
Conclusion
Using an inductive approach to explore the term and content domain of servant leadership in the public sector in China, this study has shown that the concept of servant leadership holds comparable meaning in China. Furthermore, this study found that the Chinese concept of servant leadership has similar meaning in both the public and non-public sectors, whilst they used different words to describe it. Public servant leadership was used to describe servant leadership in public sector, whilst servant leadership was applied to non-public sector. This research shows that respondents Turning our attention to specific forms of Chinese servant leadership, we view being dutiful as an extended Chinese form of servant leadership. Duty is often regarded as a conservative and perhaps even an outdated concept. The organizational behaviour literature rarely mentions the concept of duty/devotion, yet changes in the social and organizational environments have made a sense of duty ever more necessary. We often equate duty with obligation, but in fact much of this behavior is volitional.
When organizational dysfunctions appear, important tasks may be left undone, and unexpected problems may arise for which there is no standardized solution. Hence, organizations need people, particularly leaders who, through their discretionary action, ensure that their team, department or organization continue to function not only efficiently, but as one organic whole.
Furthermore, listening may be a so-called type of Chinese servant leadership since
Western scholars mention this type of behavior, but do not fully explore its meaning within the Chinese context (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006; Spears, 1995) . Finally, devotion to Party policies and state laws is a requirement of the Chinese Communist Party Constitution (1997), and is a uniquely salient influence on Chinese leaders, particularly in the public sector.
Limitations, Future Research Directions and Managerial Suggestions
Although this study covers a spectrum of contemporary public sector Chinese contrast such perceptional differences with people from the public sector.
In terms of implication for practice, this paper proposes the following: putting people first, being dutiful, ethical behavour, moral (agapao) love, leadership (conceptual) skills, humility, building relationship, devotion to Party policies and state laws, and listening are the ways which managers attract, retain and motivate their employees in the public sector in China. The concept of servant leadership in the PRC is to draw, keep and motivate high performance employees and that in order to restore employee's trust, commitment and confidence in management, servant leadership is a powerful philosophy and practice towards achieving such a goal. (Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005; Barbuto and Wheeler, 2000 ; see also Liden et al., 2008 for emotional healing). Creating value for the community "a conscious, genuine concern for helping the community" (Liden et al., 2008, p. 162 ; see also Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006 for organizational stewardship; Ehrhart, 2004) . Conceptual skills "possessing the knowledge of the organization and tasks at hand so as to be in a position to effectively support and assist others, especially immediate followers" (Liden et al., 2008, p. 162; see also Ehrhart, 2004) . Empowering "encouraging and facilitating others, especially immediate followers, in identifying and solving problems, as well as determining when and how to complete work tasks" (Liden et al., 2008, p. 162 ; see also Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005; Dennis and Winston, 2003; Ehrhart, 2004; Sendjaya, 2003; 2008) . Helping subordinates grow and succeed "demonstrating genuine concern for others' career growth and development by providing support and mentoring" (Liden et al., 2008, p. 162 ; see also Ehrhart, 2004; Sendjaya, 2003;  2008 for modeling and mentoring). Putting subordinates first "using actions and words to make it clear to others (especially immediate followers) that satisfying their work needs is a priority (Supervisors who practice this principle will often break from their own work to assist subordinates with problems they are facing with their assigned duties)" (Liden et al., 2008, p. 162 ; see also Dennis and Winston, 2003 for service; Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005; Ehrhart, 2004; Sendjaya, 2003; 2008 for voluntary subordination). Ethical Behavior "interacting openly, fairly, and honestly with others" (Liden et al., 2008, p. 162; see also Ehrhart, 2004; Sendjaya, 2003; 2008 for responsible morality) and/or maintaining consistency between words and deeds (Sendjaya, 2003; 2008) . Wisdom or Vision "an ability to anticipate the future and its consequences" (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006, p. 308) and communicating this shared vision to subordinates (Dennis and Winston, 2003 ; see also Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005; Sendjaya, 2003; 2008 for vision) . Persuasive mapping "an ability to influence others by means outside of formal authority" (Barbuto and Wheeler, 2006, p. 307 ). Relationship building with subordinates the act of making a genuine effort to know, understand, and support others in the organization, with an emphasis on building long-term relationships with immediate followers (Ehrhart, 2004; Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005) . Trust "confidence in or reliance on another team member in terms of their morality (e.g. honesty) and competence" (Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005, p. 603; see also Sendjaya, 2003; 2008) . Humility "showing respect for employees and acknowledging their contribution to the team (Dennis and Bocarnea, 2005, p.603) and "act quietly without deliberately seeking public attention (Sendjaya, 2003, p.4; 2008, p.407 ) Transcendent spirituality bringing together "service and meaning -the leader is attuned to basic spiritual values and, in serving them serves others including colleagues, the organization, and society" (Fry, 2003 , p. 708 cited in Sendjaya, 2008 and "restoring a sense of wholeness (Conger, 1994; Hicks, 2002 cited in Sendjaya, 2008 and fostering a 'holistic, integrated life' " (Fairholm, 1997 , p. 31 cited in Sendjaya, 2008 . 
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